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DESCRIBE THE P R E S E N r  A N D  O R I G I N A L  (,I ~-)PHYSIC~\L A P P E A R A N C E  

The Weems-Botts House i s  loca ted  on Wke S t r e e t ,  on a h i l l  above Lhnf r i e s '  
Main S t r e e t ,  and i s  a smal l  framed s t r u c t u r e  b u i l t  i n  four  s e c t i o n s .  It is 
sheathed wi th  weatherboards, has gable  roof s  covered with s h e e t  me ta l ,  and 
is lit by modern six-over-six and four-over-four sash. The house 's  va r ious  
s e c t i o n s  d a t e  from t h e  e i s h t e e n t h  t o  t h e  twent ie th  century. 

The e a r l i e s t  po r t ion  is the  nor theas te rn  room. It is b r i c k  nogged and s i t s  
upon a s l a t e  foundation,  the  e a s t  wal l  of which has been removed t o  r ep lace  
a  r o t t i n g  s i l l .  It i s  a t r u e  story-and-a-half bui ld ing ,  wi th  a  s i n g l e  11 
by 16 f o o t  room on each l e v e l .  The f i r s t  f l o o r  r e t a i n s  a  s e c t i o n  o f  beaded 
h o r i z o n t a l  p ine  sheathing which has been reproduced throughout t h e  room i n  
the  course of the  p resen t  r e s t o r a t i o n .  Exposed beaded j o i s t s  and an open 
winder s t a i r  wi th  a  beaded newel comprise-  the  remainder o f  t h e  decora t ion  
i n  t h i s  room. The f i r e b o x  of t h e  e x t e r i o r  end chimney, which i s  now enclos-  
ed i n  a  l a t e r  a d d i t i o n  and which is b u i l t  of b r i c k  l a i d  i n  three-course  
American bond, has been refaced.  The second s t o r y  is unembellished except  
f o r  a  pos t - co lon ia l  c h a i r  r a i l  across  i t s  open gable  end. The o r i g i n a l  
f l o o r i n g  su rv ives  here ,  a s  i t  does i n  the  f i r s t  f l o o r .  Another noteworthy 
e a r l y  appurtenance is the  s i n g l e ,  louvered casement s h u t t e r  on t h e  f r o n t  o f  
t h i s  s e c t i o n  o f  the  house. 

I n  t h e  rnid-nineteenth century ,  another ,  Larger s ing le -ce l l ed  u n i t  was added 
t o  t h e  west o f  t h e  o r i g i n a l  port ion.  Like the  e a r l i e r  s e c t i o n ,  it i s  very  
p la in .  It has a  c losed  winder s t a i r  i n  the  sou theas t  corner  and simple 
mantels i n  bo th  s t o r i e s .  I n  t h e  nor theas t  corner  of t h e  f i r s t  s t o r y ,  a  
po r t ion  of e a r l y  pit-sawn, whitewashed weatherboard c ladding su rv ives  on 
t h e  former west e x t e r i o r  wa l l  of t h e  o r i g i n a l  por t ion .  

The house is c u r r e n t l y  undergoing a sympathetic r e s t o r a t i o n  by H i s t o r i c  
Dumfries Vi rg in ia ,  Inc.  I 
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I n  t h e  twen t i e th  century ,  a  one-story k i t chen  e l l  was added behind (south 
o f )  t h e  e ighteenth-century  wing and another one-story wing was appended t o  
t h e  west end of t h e  mid-nineteenth-century sec t ion .  Also i n  t h e  p resen t  
century ,  a  one-story porch with chamfered pos ts  was b u i l t  ac ross  t h e  e n t i r e  
facade of the  house. 
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STATEMENT O F  5 1 C N l F I C A N C E  

The Weems-Botts house . i s  . assoc ia ted  wi th  t h e  names and p ro fes s iona l  a c t i v i -  
t i e s  o f  two prominent e a r l y .  Virginians--Mason Locke (Parson) Weems and 
Benjamin Bo t t s .  The house i s  a l s o  one of  t h e  few e a r l y  s t r u c t u r e s  s u r v i v i n  
i n  t h e  o l d  Potomac p o r t  town of  Jhmfries .  I t s  e a r l i e s t  p o r t i o n  i s  a  f i n e  
specimen o f ' a  smal l  commercial struc'ure o f  t h e  l a t e - e i g h t e e n t h  cen tu ry  and 
i s  noteworthy f o r  be ing  a  t r u e  story-and-a-half bu i ld ing ,  an unusual  type  
f o r  Virg in ia .  

Mason Locke Weems bought t h e  ha l f - ac re  p l o t  known as  Lot 5 1  from two t r u s t -  
ee s  o f  t h e  Town of  -Eries i n  June, 1798. He had by t h i s  t ime r e t i r e d  f r o  
t h e  f u l l - t i m e  m i n i s t r y  and was a  bookse l le r .  It is l i k e l y  t h a t  he b u i l t  t h  
e a r l i e s t  p o r t i o n  of  t h e  bu i ld ing  f o r  use  a s  a  bookshop and temporary lodg- 
ing ,  f o r  he  had not  y e t  e s t a b l i s h e d  h i s  r e s idence  i n  IXlmfries even though 
h i s  a s s o c i a t i o n  wi th  t h e  v i l l a g e  began i n  1795. 

A s  e a r l y  a s  1797, Weems became convinced t h a t  smal l ,  cheap books would be  
popular  w i t h  t h e  reading  publ ic  and t h a t  u p l i f t i n g  messages could e a s i l y  be  
promoted through them. George Washington s t r u c k  him as  an admirable sub- 
j e c t ,  and he began t o  prepare  a s h o r t  biography, e n t i c i n g  h i s  pub l i she r  i n  
June, 1799, w i th  t h e  p r e d i c t i o n  t h a t  "it w i l l  s e l l  l i k e  f l a x  seed  a t  qua r t e  
of a  d o l l a r .  I cou'd make you a  world of  pence and p o p u l a r i t y  by it." Whe 
Washington d ied  l a t e r  t h a t  yea r ,  t h e  book, much of  which Weems had presum- 
a b l y  w r i t t e n  a t  h i s  Dumfries shop, was almost ready. It appeared a  month 
and a  h a l f  l a t e r ,  an anonymously i s sued  80-page pamphlet e n t i t l e d  The L i f e  
and Memorable Actions of George Washington. . . . 
Weems s o l d  t h e  proper ty  i n  June, 1802, t o  Benjamin Bo t t s ,  a  s ~ r c c e s s f u l  
c r imina l  lawyer who was prominent among t h e  team of a t t o r n e y s  who defended 
Aaron Burr dur ing  h i s  t r e a s o n  t r i a l .  Bo t t s  used t h e  b u i l d i n g  a s  h i s  law 
o f f i c e .  

Bo t t s  and h i s  w i f e  d ied  i n  t h e  Richmond t h e a t e r  f i r e  o f  1811, and t h e  
proper ty  t i t l e  remained i n  h i s  e s t a t e .  It was s o l d  f o r  t axes  i n  1835 and 
t h r e e  yea r s  l a t e r  repurchased by four  o f  ~ o t t s '  sons ,  among whom were 
Charles  Tyler  B o t t s ,  founder of the  Southern P l a n t e r ,  an a g r i c u l t u r a l  jour-  
n a l ,  and John Minor Bo t t s ,  a  Whig p o l i t i c i a n .  

Af t e r  b r i e f  per iods  of  ownership by o t h e r s ,  dur ing  which time t h e  n i n e t e e n t l -  
century  wing was added, t h e  Merchant fami ly  purchased t h e  proper ty  i n  1869 
and he ld  it u n t i l  1968. I n  1974, it was acqui red  by t h e  Town of  Dumfries a i d  
leased  t o  H i s t o r i c  Dumfries V i r g i n i h I n c .  a who a r e  r e s t o r i n  DTU it a s  a museu . 
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